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REALI&~ IN BRET HARTE 
I. Introduction 
5ret Harte is rapidly coming to be remembered in the 
story of American literature as the writer merely of a 
half-dozen excellent sketches and not more than that 
number of good poems. That this inevitable separation of 
the wheat from the enormous amount of chaff (harte's col-
lected works comprise nineteen volumes) shows him to have 
been a writer lacking the spark of inspiration that marks 
off the literary genius is, I think, obvious. His pheno-
menal contemporary success is explained by the fact that, 
like his foll9wers in the school of dramatic incident and 
local color, Jack London and Rudyard Kipling, he wrote of 
an unusual, ephemeral locale at a time when that place was 
headline material. The Judgment of a later ~Zeneration has 
toned down the unrestrained praise very considerably; and 
now Harte, rather than being seen as a dominant force in 
our literature, is looked upon mainly as being historically 
important in the rise of the short story in America. 
The literary career of Harte, though extending through 
to his death in 1902, was in reality completed, as far as 
students of literature are concerned, when he boarded the 
r~-.. ::~;..,._~_-··· c:. •.•.. ----------------------------------~~--~~ 
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train for the Atlantic Coast in 1871. By that time his·~ 
five important sketches, "The Luck of Roarll}g Camp", 
"The OUtcasts of Poker Flat", "The Idyll of Red Gulch", 
"Tennessee's Partner", "Miggles", along with his best 
poems, "Relieving Guard", on the death of Starr .1.\ing, 
"'The Reveille", the poem that is credited with holding 
California to the Union in the sixties, and that cele-
brated bit of dogP.:erel, "'Ihe Heathen Chinee", had been 
written. After this he lost power as a writer of 
the first rank. The lightning of genius had struck him 
only a glancing blow, and, true to its proverbially 
quixotic nature, it never landed again in the same place. 
The later work of Bret Harte will_escape the dungeon of 
absolute oblivion only because it was written by the hand 
that penned "The Luck of Roaring Camp". 
Although Harte will undoubtedly remain a figure worthy 
of some little consideration in literature, it will not 
be for the reason that he so fondly hoped. In his Intro-
duction to the first volume of his collected works, he 
declares that some of his early work embraces "his first 
efforts toward indicating a peculiarly characteristic 
( 1) 
Western American literature." He endeavoured to 
(1) Bret Harte, "'Ihe Writings of Bret Harte", Vol. 1, p.xii. 
c· 
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portray, as he states, "the condition of life that he 
worked amidst". It was in the belief that he was doing 
just this that he wrote; and, moreover, it was the ac-
ceptance of his work as accurately portraying Californian 
life that first raised him into prominence. We must be 
careful to remember, however, that this early compliment 
was given him by Eastern readers, and not bv people who 
lived the life he alleges to have pictured. 
This brings us to a peculiar circumstance of Harte's 
career. Proclaiming to the world that his was a true pic-
ture of the Californian gold days, he was perplexed and 
discomforted to find that California reiected his limnings 
and looked upon them as romantic idylls, rather than true-
to-life etchings. They regarded Harte as a city-pred out-
sider (as, indeed, they continue to do), and treated his 
work as mere fiction instead of, as Harte admits he intended 
it to be, realistic description. If he was as serious in 
his expectations of founding a new Western American litera-
ture as he indicates, he must often have thought bitterly 
about prophets never being heralded in their own lands. 
Not unnaturallv, he came to hate California and her cit!-
zens. 
But to tiarte, as to so many others, fame arrived first 
in distant places. The editor of the "Atlantic Monthly", 
in Boston, reprinted "The Luck of Roaring Camp" and 
asked its author for additional··~imilar;material "on 
. . . 
. . ... . .."_ ;;, .. '• 
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·, 
3 
• 
-- --~-~--------------~-----~ ---
very flattering terms". To the young author this was a 
blessed ointment, and from then on he was a prolific, 
though painstaking writer. His renown spread to England 
and was as proportionally greater there over what it had 
been in America as it had proved in Boston over the aloof-
ness of San Francisco. But this achievement didn't lack 
its unflattering aspects, for just as Bostonians had 
thought Harte's miners were typical of all California, 
so English readers came to think that these gun-toting 
Argonauts infested all A~erica! Like the A~ericans, they 
expected Harte as a lecturer to apoear in a red flannel 
shirt and high-topped boots. Even their author was sur-
prised at the erroneous impressions his dramatic "realism" 
had fostered. 
Thus it can be seen that to Harte his literature was 
a kind of two-edged sword. ',Vhile it certainly gained him 
as great an acclaim as he could have wished for during 
his lifetime, it is significant that this contemporary 
success, after its first up-flarings, led to that inev-
1 table lf!·eac tion of sober critic ism which served to pene-
trate the aurora of pseudo-realism pervading his work 
and show it to be romantic idealism, an artificial 
realism that belied its author's claim to have truth-
fully recorded the life of the ~old-hunters • 
.;. : 
v. :.(._ 
• 
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There are still many differences of opinion regarding 
the exact value of Bret Harte's work. To some he is at 
his best a consuTh~ate artist, a bard worthy of his sub-
ject; to others he is a sentimental melodramatist, a 
player with emotions, a clever stage-director. Thnt 
both of these extremes are pre,judical and not entirely 
truthful seems evident; but it is equally clear that 
examples of both can be pointed out in given extracts 
from his works. The purpose of this paper is not to 
show either that Harte should be dumped from our 
libraries or that he should be given a place of honor. 
Natu~ally, this writer has come to certain conclusions 
regarding Harte's literary worth, as the reader will 
be able to see. But he has honestly tried to examine 
and to weigh the available evidence, and to present 
it in support of his .estimate of the sub_iect treated. 
The writer wishes in andition to point out that 
a paper of this nature must necessarily be_a reflec-
tion of his own opinion, supported whenever possible 
by the factors influential in formulating that 
opinion. It is not dee~ed advisable to spend time 
on an account of Bret Harte's life, except as it 
affects his writing; but, in order intelligently 
to debate whether or not Harte's work is realism, 
....... 
.;• 
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it has seemed essential to devote a section to an 
account of Californian life of the Bret Harte period, 
or at least as accurate a picture as can be gained 
from extant records. The difficulty of the situation 
is that if Harte were actually depicting California 
as it really was at the time, his record would be 
the best available. It remains for us to patch up 
as precise a Eicture as possible from sources 
entirely outside Bret Harte. 
---~ 
6 
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II. Realism in Modern Literature 
1. The Conservative Realism 
Before going directly into the work of Bret Harte 
and examining it for evidences of realism, it might 
be well to look first at the kinds of realism dominant 
in American literature in the last half of the 
nineteenth century. At the time when Bret Harte 
burst forth on the literary horizon, romanticism 
still held sway. Longfellow and Poe, Irving and 
Cooper were the leading lights, treating realistic 
subjects, when they did, with a romantic, idealistic 
touch. That Harte sensed in this a lack he wished to 
make up for is evidenced in an article he wrote long 
after his Californian stories were new. "He pleaded 
that his wish was to accept life as he found it, 
and to record it faithfully without provinciality 
and without passing a moral Judgment. He implied 
that in this respect his work showed a marked improve-
ment over the work of Hawthorne and Poe."(l) 
(1) Edward J. O'Brien, "The Advance of the American Short 
Story", p.l09. (Referring to Harte's article, "The 
Rise of the Short Story", in the "Cornhill :Aagazine" 
for July, ld99. ) 
7 
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overlooking this fatuousness on the part of Harte, 
we can see that the influence which was to make r.'lilliam 
Dean Howells, only a year younger than Harte, the 
leading writer of realistic fiction of his day was 
being felt even in far-off California. It must not 
be inferred from this, however, that realism was 
something entirely new in the province of literature, 
an innovation inaugurated hy the writers of the middle 
and later nineteenth century. Aristophanes and Chaucer 
had used the realism of nature for comedy and satire, 
a realism free from any romantic glow. In fact, realism 
in writing seems to have been the aim, rather than the 
opposite, up to the time of the birth of romanticism 
in the mid-eighteenth century, which had its beginning 
in the back-to-nature ideals of John Locke and Rous-
seau, and reached its height in the writings of '!lords-
worth, Byron, and the rest. In the time of Harte's 
best days, realism was a kind of revolt against the 
romanticism of the day; or perhaps it would be more 
accurate to describe it as merely a new phase of the 
romantic movement. 
The new realism differed from romanticism not in 
being its direct opposite, but rather in being a 
8 
• 
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selective treatment of realistic facts and truths. It 
is not to be confused with the naturalism, or "inverted 
romanticism", which came shortly after, and which will 
be treated later. It was an attempt to present signifi-
cant points in the co~monplace, selected not because 
they ure common, however, but because they tend to 
give a composite picture of life ~s it essentially is. 
It doesn't ~et too far away from real life, as it 
alleges romanticism has done. The homely life of the 
gold-washer was the subject to be treated, reasoned 
Harte, and it was his duty as a writer to present 
that existence, together with other factors of Cali-
fornian life workin~ in conjunction with it, in order 
to provide a record of pioneer conditions. The strange 
fact is that he should have unwittingly peopled his 
stories with characters bearing external resemblance 
to the originals, but that he never bothered to check 
on their inner traits; and that, whenever he could 
heighten his reader-appeal with picturesque, grotesque, 
melodramatic incidents and characters, he drew on these 
elements with a theatrical effect that submerged what 
might have been realistic portraits. 
1bis earlier type of realism, which I have chosen 
to call "conservative" in contradistinction to the 
9 
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radical, sordid realism of naturalism was, therefore, 
a natural product of the constant; normal desire for 
something new and better in literature. To say that 
Bret Harte's attempt was abortive, and was surpassed 
by a greater man of letters, Howells, is not to detract 
from the credit Harte deserves for his pioneering 
experiment; if it is any salve to the staunch admirers 
of the latter, it might be pointed out that if Harte 
did not achieve undeniable success as the leader of 
a new realism, he at least became an important figure 
in the early development of the "local color" school, 
and in the rise of the A11erican short story. What he 
to do, 
primarily aimed to do, and failed 1\ he may at any rate 
have the satisfaction of knowing he aided later 
writers to achieve. 
2. Zola and the School of Naturalism 
·r·he normal, heal thy growth of conservative realism 
as a child of literature might have been expected to 
run out the span of its life without creating any 
serious furore until ultimately it would be in turn 
replaced as the leader by another evOlutionary off-
spring, but for the fact that an illegitimate son 
10 
,. 
was born into the fa~ily, in the person of Zolaistic 
naturalism. This new school proved to be a curious 
admixture of inverted romanticism and excess, sordid 
realism. 
The chief figure in this movement was Emile Zola, 
a French writer of the last half of the nineteenth 
century. His writings were the bombshell that once 
and for all blew English Victorianism to bits. The 
younger English writers facing the situation reacted 
towards it in different ways. George Moore was thoroughly 
engulfed by the movement; George Gissing, that "spokes-
man of despair", more successfully sidestepped it; 
~homus Hardy emotionally remained in the Victorian 
fold, while intellectually he embraced the new 
scientific spirit. 
1fuat was the new spi~it? Fundamentally, it was a 
policy of doing whatever the romanticists had tabooed, 
and "don!iing" whatever they had done. The naturalists 
protested against the artificial, idealistic romantic-
ism and proclaimed that life wasn't like that. They 
further went on to say that since literature is merely 
life put into books, it is the duty of the fiction 
writer to present l'ife as it actually is. Since, also, 
life is commonplace and frequently sordid, argued the 
11 
(t 
Zolaists, that is the kind of writing we must have. 
It seems hardly necessary to point out that these 
naturalistic believers, reaching down into the gutters 
for their material, were merely extremists revolting 
against the romantic artificialities. If man is not 
normally a noble savage, he just as certainly is not 
habitually a sordid, vice-worshipping degenerate and 
crimin&l. Furthermore, when a writer attempts scien-
tifically to treat his subject, to the exclusion of 
his own temperament, he ceases to be an artist, and 
becomes a mere artisan. Conscious art is not artistic, 
and the resultant work is more a document than a 
literary achievement, with the author an entirely 
negligible portion of the whole. 
It is much easie~ to enumerate the doctrine of 
the naturalistic realist than that of the saner, 
more balanced type represented by Howells. The 3olaist 
insists primarily on a scientific impartiality and 
impersonality, complete divorce of author and charac-
ters, eschewing of improbabilities, absolute, 
scientific precision, completeness of detail, and, 
above all, accuracy. Unfortunately Zola chose to see 
as fundamental truths only the sordid and morbid. His 
school is doomed to extinction, and, I believe, is 
12 
already well on its way there because of the flagrant 
violation of truth as its predominant weakness. 
Bret Harte could not be called a Zolaist. He intro-
duces the characteristic naturalistic characters (the 
prostitute, the criminal, the degenerate) chiefly 
because of the opportunity it gives him for showmanship -
the chance to wind up his story in a great climax 
centered on the existence of one redee~ing virtue. 
The prostitute mother of "Sandy" Morton's son shows 
her latent nobleness of character by renouncing all 
for her dear son; "Cherokee Sal", mother of Thomas 
Luck, dies in a halo of some kind of martvrdom; and 
John oakhurst, gambler and philanderer, lay in the 
snow, a heroic suicide, "at once the strongest and 
yet the weakest of the outcasts of Poker l''lat."(l) 
This is no Zolaism; rather it is a romantic 
treatment of naturalistic characters, a forcing-on 
of one virtue to cover a multitude of sins. It serves 
to show that Harte, if a realist at all, must come 
under the blanket of the conservative realists. But 
even this he fails to achieve because of his romantic 
temperament. 
(1) 11 'lhe Outcasts of Poker Flat" 
13 
III. Eret Harte's Literary Back12'round 
Psychologists tell us that a man's future life is 
aff'ected·appreciably by formative incidents occurring 
as early as his infancy. They point out one's fear of 
the dark as due to parental warnings against the 
11 bogev-man"; the dread of high places due to a fall 
in childhood; the fear of the ocean after a near-
drowning. While this belief can be over-e~nbasized, 
there is little doubt as to its basic truth. Any of 
us can point to examples in our own lives. 
This ~eneral principle is strongly borne out in the 
life of Eret Harte. Physically ailing and mentally 
precocious, it was natural that he should early become 
a lover of books; and, coupled with the fact that his 
father was an itinerant schoolmaster and his mother 
a well-educated, intelligent woman, it is to be ex-
pected that his choice of reading would be a wise one. 
The scenes of his boyhood, New York, Providence, and 
Boston, were redolent of literary tradition. His 
mother encouraged his own literary attempts, and, as 
~lerwin remarks, "Her keen criticism aided in the per-
(1) 
fectlon of his style." He read widely, and the 
( 1) Henry C. 1lerwin, "The Life of Bret Harte", p. 16. 
14 
a, 
\ -. 
influence of Cickens and Irving can be seen even in 
so minute a characteristic as his· choice of words. 
"Indefatigable", "gratuitous", "sententious", words 
repeatedly used and misused by Harte, have the 
Dickensian flavor. 
He did not hesitate to put inspirations from his 
reading to his own practical use. Shortly after he 
arrived in California, in 1854, he decided that he 
would attempt to do for Spanish California what Irving 
bad done for the Hudson River country. The most im-
portant result was the Irvingesque "Legend of Monte 
del Liable", a perfect imitation of the "Sketch Book". 
The experiment might have been a good one if Harte 
had used and then forgotten it. But the Irvingesque 
touch, along with the Cickensian, stuck with him even 
as late as his consular days at Crefeld and Glasgow, 
coloring his work with the typical Irving romantic 
touch that Harte escaped only in his best sketches. 
But even in 11 'Ihe Luck" we feel it: 
"Nature .took the foundling to her broader 
breast. In that rare atmosphere of the Sierra 
foothills, - that air pungent with balsamic 
odor, that ethereal cordial at once bracing 
and exhilarating, - he may have found food 
and nourishment, or a subtle chemistry that 
15 
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( 1) 
transmuted ass's milk to lime and phosphorus." 
That he was able to absorb the spirit of the early 
authors he read and to hold and utilize it in his own 
writing is a tribute to his power of assl:nilation. 
Whether a for~al hizher education would have made him 
a better writer is uncertain; as Boynton points out, 
"His nature was assimilative, not acquisitive; so a 
University education probably could have done little 
for him."( 2 ) His avid reading undoubtedly·sharpened 
in him the literary instinct, whereas in a college 
it might have been directed into other, non-creative 
channels. 
The young Easterner's removal to California took 
him from what might have been a conservative literary 
atmosphere on the Atlantic Coast to the ltberal, if 
somewhat naive, newspaper environment of the chief 
Californian cities, Sacramento and San Francisco. Here 
he was influenced by that sometimes satirical, some-
times wistful humor that characterized the western 
periodicals of the day. Chesterton pictures Harte as 
transcending this "exaggerated, Gargantuan" humor; 
says he: 11 Bret Harte had his own particular bumor :, 
(1) "The Luck of Roaring Camp" 
(2) Henry W. Boynton, "Bret Harte", p. 7. 
16 
but it had nothing in particular to do with American 
humor. American humor is purely exaggerative; Bret 
Harte's humor was sympathetic and analytical."(l), It 
is true that Harte felt more sympathy than derision 
for his characters, and used their failings and foibles 
for the purpose primarily of depicting them as human 
beings; but unfortunately that innate tendency to amuse 
and gently to satirize, the virus that bit him in his 
early journalistic days, was forever dominant in his 
writing, and, along with his love for the grotesque 
and picturesque, colored all his writing. For that 
reason we get no Falstaffs nor Becky Sharps in Harte; 
instead we find a conglomeration of all the burlesque 
and the fantastic in one character, a Colonel Star-
bottle, a Yuba Bill, or a Jack Hamlin, personages who 
:night have existed as types, but whom Harte tries to 
pass off on us as typical westerners. They make good 
theatre for a dramatic farce, but fail to reach the 
heights of realistic portrayal. 
Two important influences, outside the ~eneral news-
paper work which affected his writing, were significant 
in Harte's development at this time. One was his friend-
(1) G. K. Chesterton, "Varied Types", p. 179. 
17 
ship with Starr King, the New Englaad preacher who 
worked for the cause of the Abolitionists in Cali-
fornia; the other was the aid and encouragement he 
received from Mrs. Jessie Fremont, wife of the noted 
explorer, who gave both her direct criticism and the 
influence of her position to find recognition for the 
young author's work. Both these people were the 
guiding powers which gave Harte the necessary tmpetus 
to rise above the hack-work of the California news-
papers. King saw in him the gift of poetry, and invited 
him to write a poem designed to strenrrthen the cause 
of the Union on the Pacific Coast. The result was "The 
Reveille", admittedly one of the outstanding poems of 
our literature. 
To Mrs. Fremont Harte was even more indebted, as he 
indicates in his letter to her: 
11 I shall no longer disquiet myself about 
changes in residence or anything else, for I 
believe that if I were cast upon a desolate 
island, a savage would come to me ne~t morning 
and hand me a three-cornered note to say that I 
had been appointed Governor at Mrs. Fremont's 
request, at a salary of ~2400 a year."(l) 
(1) Henry c. Merwia, "The Life of Bret Harte", p. 35. 
18 
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She was a sympathetic, stimulating woman, and served 
more, perhaps, than any other outside influence to prod 
Harte on in his writing. 
Thus it can be seen that formative influences both 
within Harte himself and in his fortunate envirorunent 
tended to work toward the production of some sort of 
a distinctive literature. That this fell short of what 
Harte had hoped is to be blamed mainly, I think, on 
the limited nature of his abilities. In addition his 
personality, more temperamental than stable, made of 
him a sluggish worker. The painstaking care which 
Pemberton eulogizes probably was more the result of 
a lack of the literary spark than to a desire for 
absolute correctness. Harte disproved the inference 
of the old axiom, "Easy writin' makes darned hard 
readin' 11 , that slow, careful writing makes good 
reading; for if he evolved all his tales in that 
manner, only the few leading sketches have justified 
the pains. The best that can be said about his striving 
for the realistic is that he tried to keep out the 
artificial. But even this desire was not great enough 
to keep him from succumbing to his inborn love of the 
theatrical and dra~atic. The largeness of his California 
setting and the inescapable outcropping of the Dickensian 
19 
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flavor defeated his attempts at realism. When he 
wrote naturally, he was melodramatic; when he con-
sciously strove for artistry, he became artificial 
and strained. 
20 
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IV. The Californian Pioneers 
~s in all frontier territories, in California class 
distinction did not at first exist. The ~lners, one 
and all, were equal in the co~nunity, washing gold 
and leading a simple, uneventful life. As cities sprang 
up, of course, the inevitable distinction of wealth 
began to make a social cleavage. Gamblers, merchants, 
professional men began to make their bid for the wealth 
which the miners had extracted from the soil. Performing 
as they did a desired service to the miners, they never-
theless held themselves aloof from the humble diggers 
outside business hours, with the result that a barrier 
was set up between the early simple gold-hunters and 
the later emigrants. Both ·were seekers of wealth, but 
the significant difference was that the ~iners were 
willing to perform manual labor for their gold, while 
the city dwellers found their harvest in the high rates 
which goods and services could de~and in such a dependent 
land as California. Wood, food, and clothing were in 
constant demand, until the eager manufacturers of the 
East had flooded the Pacific Coast with their goods • 
'I'hen a corresponding decline fell on the market. 
The early pioneers, the influx that clogged the 
21 
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gold-fields in the first years after 1849, emigrated 
by a method similar to the American Pilgrims of the 
seventeenth century. Like their English forefathers, 
they formed companies to take care of the problems 
of embarking. "A President, Vice-President, Treasurer, 
Secretary, and Board of Directors would be chosen, 
plans for the trip, whether overland or bv sea, decided 
on, and the number of members desired, determined ••••• 
These companies were Socialistic, having Liberty, 
Equality, and Fraternity for their motto, all paying 
the same assessment, receiving the same treatment and 
( 1) 
sharing the profits equally." Later, however, many 
voyagers .journeyed independently and by families. '!he 
port of entry by way of the sea was San Francisco, while 
the overland emigrants entered the dig?ings directly 
by way of F'ort Eutter. Bre·t Harte arrived by the water 
route, and it is not certain that he ever went far 
beyond the cities except for purposes of recreation; 
that he ever was a miner is to be doubted. The only 
evidence he offers that he entered the mines for the 
purpose of working is given in "How I 1~lent to the 
Mines". Even in this sketch he shows his distaste for 
the actual life of the miners • 
(1) Octavius T. Howe, "Argonauts of '49", p. 4. 
22 
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When the pioneers, enthusiastic in their desire to 
get rich quick, first struck the mining country, they 
took little pains to set up permanent dwellings. Most 
of them, inspired by legends of abundant gold lying 
in plain sight about the ground, were totally unpre-
pared for the arduous, unromantic labor that was 
required to dig down for the precious metal. ~any 
expected to make their strike i~~ediately and return 
back East. Those few who were fortunate enough to 
do this were not always able to surmount the barriers 
of night life in San Francisco and Sacramento, however, 
with the result that for a good many the land of the 
bonanza bec&me a place of degradation and discontent. 
Only the hard-v.orking, more energetic of the immigrants 
settled down to eke out a small daily quota of gold. 
Eut these were the ones who were destined to keep the 
diggings intact and to develop a stable, law-abiding 
state. The rest became the criminals, hangers-on, and 
wandering prospectors that inevitably were destined 
to arise and cause trouble for the honest citizens. 
The golden climate of California (when it didn't rain) 
minimized the hardships of disease and suffering, so 
that for a strong, energetic worker the chances for 
success were favorable. 
23 
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The life of the miner, then, became centered around 
his own claim. His habits were simple and clean, and 
he lived in the hope of "striking pay dirt" at any 
~oment. However, he was no hermit, for prospectors 
formed either into bands or, more often, into partner-
ships. To the miner his "pardner" took the place of his 
wife ond children, and a kind of silent, taciturn 
understanding arose between them. Loyalty, friendship, 
and charity seemed to be the guiding princioles of 
these unions. The unbounded devotion shown by these 
"pardners" is exemplified in an incident narrated by 
Harte: 
"There is a story extant that a San Fran-
cisco stranger, indulging in some free criticism 
of religious denominations, suddenly found 
himself sprawling upon the floor with an 
irate Kentuckian, revolver in hand, standing 
over him. When an explanation was demanded 
by the crowd, the Kentuckian pensively returned 
his revolver to his belt. 'Well, l ain't got 
anythi?' agin the stranger, but he said somethin' 
a mini t ago agin Quakers, a_nd. I want him to 
understand that my pardner is a Quaker, and -
a peaceful man! ' 11 
( 1 ) 
(1) Bret Harte, 11 'The.7irltin!Zs of Bret Harte", Vol.II, p.xxlv. 
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The law in these early days was often held by each 
man in his own hands. But before long each ~roup of 
miners~ or those residing in a certain district~ elec-
ted an "alcalde", a kind of local .judge in the Spam-
ish days, one of their awn number, who undertook 
impartially and effectively to settle disputes. To 
the credit of the pioneers it may be said that the 
alcalde was usually a just arbiter, and his decisions 
were accepted as f'inal. Fines, flogging, banishment, 
and sometimes lynching were the usual punishments for 
the gull ty. 
The Argonauts were not dependent directly upon the 
larger cities for their supplies and recreation. Small 
towns (the Roaring Camps, Poker Flats, and Red Dogs 
of Harte's stories) sprang up. ~ost of them consisted 
merely of a kind of hotel, saloons, gambling houses, 
dry .11oods and provision stores, and one or two amuse-
ment houses. They were built of logs, slabs, or canvas. 
Sunday was the big day in these towns; for the miners, 
setting aside this day as one of rest, ingeniously 
wore themselves out on a weekly spree in the towns, 
where such entertainments as wrestling, jumping, horse-
racing, lotteries, fortuhe-telling, and singing vied 
for popularity. Travelling entertainers sometimes 
performed. 
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It was on these occasions that the rough gold-seekers 
got their rare chances to view womankind, and the strange-
ness of it tended to raise the other sex to the pinnacle 
of a goddess in their eyes. This is the peculiarity that 
Harte makes much of in his fiction, aiming to portray 
the travelling women as his miners might have seen 
them - a kind of superior being, with perhaps some 
I 
faults, but taken as a whole a fine creature, with a 
few outstanding virtues ths.t sufficed to compensate 
f'or any sins they might indulge in as human beings. 
However, I do not believe, as Harte artlessly tries to 
make us think, that these men, only a short time removed 
from culture and civilization, could have so quickly 
lapsed back into the hill-billy gawkiness with which he 
enshrouds them. The most industrious of them would 
naturally come from the mo~e intelligent strata, a 
group not in the minority durin~ the exodus. So, Sanoy 
Morton and Jo Corbin need not be portrayed as shy and 
awkward, unless it is for the love of contrast and the 
grotesque in which Harte wishes them to appear in 
comparison to such sophisticated figures as Jack 
Hamlin and John Oakhurst. 
The typical attitude of the native Californian toward 
the work of Bret Harte is summed up in the opinions of 
two old pioneers, Ben Taylor and E. W. Maslin, who as 
26 
• 
late as 1914 were living close to the scenes of the 
Bret Harte stories. Mr. )l.aslin declares, "No body of 
rough, uncouth, pistolled ruffians, such as Bret 
Harte depicts the miners, wauld have formed such a 
group of benevolent, far-reaching and comprehensive 
laws, as they did. The early miner represented the 
( l) best type of American character." 
Ben Taylor goes on record as saying that he spent 
the pioneer days in the diggings, and he never saw 
a man hung. Maslin agrees with him, stating, "There 
were few lynchings in California, and those mostly 
in the Southern tier of countries, of persons con-
(2) 
victed of horse-stealing." 
ii.ll this would tend to show that the intelligent, 
well-educated miner was the dominant fi~re in the life 
of the diggings. The distorted, wrenched dialect which 
Harte gives us would not, then, be the typical style 
of language, and the ability of the pioneer to speak 
correct English was undoubtedly much greater than 
stories like "The Luck" and "Tennessee's Partner" 
would lead us to believe. 
( 1) 'Ihos. D. Beasley, "A Tramp Through the Bret Harte 
Country", p. 63. 
( 2 ) Ibid. , p • 6 4 • 
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However, the picturesque, bearded pardner of the 
hinterlands was not the only figure of interest in 
the gold-country. "In popular estimation the interest 
and romance of the l''orty-niners center in gold and 
~ines. To the close student, however, the true signifi-
cance of their lives is to be found even more in the 
city of San Francisco."(l) 
And what a San Francisco it was! Had Harte aimed to 
paint a picture of urban pioneer life, here he would 
have found ample room for his talent in the melodramatic 
and paradoxical. On one street a sick man was dying, 
ignored and forgotten, in the gutter; on the next 
corner in a bar-room a casual drinker proved himself 
to be sorry for the Civil War wounded to the extent 
of five hundred dollars. "I'll see that five hundred 
dollars," said a gambler at his elbow, "and go a 
(2) 
thousand better!" 
Merchants, politicians, and lawyers, forsaking the 
civilization of the East for reasons of their own, 
swarmed into the city for the big money that was shame-
lessly changing hands. If New York City ever was a 
(1) Stewart E. White, "The Forty-J.'Jiners", p. 119. 
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melting-pot of nationalities, crazy 'Frisco was a 
cauldron of personalities. Fortunes were made and 
lost overnight; urchins scorned fifty-cent fees for 
carrying baggage; men spoke as if the gold eagle, 
not the dollar, were the unit of currency. Busyness 
was the watchword; the inhabitants were busy even when 
they were amusing themselves. Australian convicts 
rubbed elbows with Methodist ministers; transplanted 
New England fanners and shop-keepers kicked the pants 
of placid Chinese laundrymen; eager boys not vet in 
their 'teens gambled ·with phlegmatic miners. Every-
where the scene was one of f!rotesqueness and incon-
gruity. 
The health of the inhabitants in the first year, 
1849, was not safeguarded. Cholera and fever, brought 
in by the ships, swept the city. Public improvements 
in '49 were unknown. The rainy winter of that year 
made the streets neck-deep, so authorities state, in 
mud. Crime flourished and continued until the Vigi-
lantes of the fifties stamped it out. 
The centers of amusement were the gambling-houses, 
which, although being a dominant factor for only the 
first few swiftly passing years, cluttered the city in 
1849. 'They were gaudily furnished, in contrast with 
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their modest exteriors. "No rna tter how rough the 
structures, they invariably had large plate-glass 
windows, music, a handsome bar, a handsomer cashier, 
and dozens of little tables. :Cay and night these tables 
were surrounded by men in flannel shirts, top-boots, 
and sombrero or silk hat. On the tables beside the 
cards were little bags of gold-dust and piles of 
'slugs' worth ten or twenty dollars each. 11 (l) The 
places were continually crowded with patrons from 
every walk of life. 
Such was urbun life in 1849. With the population 
steadily mounting, the city would, of course, tend to 
divide itself off into "respectable" and "undesirable" 
sections. 
Crime ultimately grew to so threatenin~ a stature 
that mass action of the citizens became obligatory. 
When, in July, 1849, a band of ruffians known as "The 
Hounds" plundered the foreign section of the city, San 
Francisco men rose in unison to capture and punish the 
criminals. As a result, a regular system of city gov-
ernment was begun, with taxes, police protection, street-
lighting, and other necessary elements of organized 
(1) Gertrude Atherton, "California", p. 142. 
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society. 'Ihe new city, after a few short ~onths of as 
bizarre an existence as ever fell the lot of civilized 
man, had outgrown its scuffling boyhood, and was on 
its way to its eventual status as a metropolis. From 
then on, with the exception of the great fire of 1851 
and the lawlessness resulting in the formin~ of the 
Vigilantes of '56, San Francisco steadily became.a 
better and more law-abiding city. 
When Harte reached there in 1854, the stirring times 
of '49 were preserved only in legend. Gambling-houses 
were used as the coffee-houses of Johnson's England, 
places for trading gossip as well as for imbibing 
liquid. The population had grown as high as fifty 
thousand. Good streets and substantial buildings had 
replaced the atrocious scenery of but five years 
previou~. "Among other changes of public interest 
within the brief space of two or three years were a 
hospital, a library, a cemetery, several churches, 
public markets, a bathing establishment, public schools, 
two race-courses, twelve wharves, five hundred and thirty-
seven saloons, and about eight thousand women of several 
( 1) 
classes." A water system had been established, and 
(l) Stewart E. White, 11 The Forty-Niners", p. 159. 
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several newspapers served the com~unity. 
This was the environment of Harte for most of the 
seventeen years that he inhabited California. It is 
needless to point out that his knowledge of minin~ 
life must have been gathered from the garnished stories 
of visiting miners, or from vacation trips into the 
country. He probably was about as well acquainted with 
the people of the diggings as a contemporary Boston 
lawyer is with the residents of the Berkshires, and 
his power of catching the externals of a people was 
greater than his ability as a thinker or discerning 
observer. He seems to have been unaffected, as far as 
his literature is concerned, by the great triumph of 
the Vigilantes in '56, and of the circumstances leading 
up to it, although he himself was once threatened with 
bodily harm for certain of his editorial comments. nfuat 
intrigued him was the costume nnd taciturnity of the 
self-sufficient miner. In his imagination he con1ured 
up a picture of what the life of such a romantic creature 
must be, and promptly set about immortalizing his 
dream on paper. 
That Harte wrote about these people with a precon-
ceived notion is evident from his later writings. In 
his first American lecture, which is printed in his 
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collected works as the Introduction to the volume titled 
"Tales of the Argonauts", he gives us a pretty fair 
inkling of just how he looks at the miners. In the 
opening paragraph he says: 
"As so much of my writing has dealt with the 
Argonauts of 1 49, I propose, by way of introduction, 
to discourse briefly on an episode of A~erican 
life as quaint an9 typical as that of the Greek 
adventurers whose name I have borrowed. It is a 
crusade without a cross, an exodus without a 
( 1} prophet. 11 
If a person were inclined to be a cynic, he might 
observe that a certain glistening yellow metal formed 
all the cross and prophet that the Argonauts cared 
about. They were either adventurers shifting with the 
tide of fortune, or eager-eyed workers turning to the 
opportunity for financial betterment. 
In another essay, he idealizes his Argonauts so far 
as to state that 11 the faith, courage, youth, and capacity 
for adventure necessary to this emi~Zration produced a 
body of men as strongl~ distinctive as were the com-
(2) 
panions of Jason." This seems to me a far-fetched 
(1) Bret HDrte, "The ?lritings of Bret Harte", Vol. II, p. ix. 
( 2 ) Ib 1 d • , Vo 1 • I , p • xv i i. 
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comparison, for the Argonauts of '49 were no seekers 
after glory or adventure, but were frankly materialistic 
in their quest. The discovery of gold had come at an 
opportune time. Soldiers returning from the Mexican 
wars faced the spectre of unemployment, for the 
"Hungry Forties" was a ter:n no less applicable to 
America than to England. 
"The East was blanketed with mortgages. Many sober 
communities were readv, deliberately and without ex:-
cite~ent, to send their young men westward in the 
hope of finding a way out of their financial dif-
ficulties. The Oregon question ••..• had aroused pat-
riotis~ to such an extent that westward migration had 
( 1) become a sort of mental contagion." This would 
seem to indicate that many of the Argonauts chose the 
gold-fields mainly as an alternative to starvation 
and suffering. This does not, of course, serve to 
minimize the courage with which they faced death and 
suffering en route to the ~est. But it does illustrate 
the fact that courage and faith, so generously praised 
in the eulo~ies to men who have proved they possessed 
those qualities, are innate virtues in every age, waiting 
only the stress of exigency to bring them to the surface. 
(1) Stewart E. White, "The Forty-Niners", p. 55. 
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Necessity, tt would seem, is no less the mother of 
fortitude (in the Argonauts or in any other people) 
than of invention. People have been tested for 
courage thousands of tlmes, and history has rarely 
shown them wanting. 
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v. Realism in Bret Harte 
1. A Tin-God Realism 
There are several types of writers in the modern 
school of realism. One is the sort of which William 
Dean Howells is pre-eminently the leading figure; 
this is the school which aims to achieve an effect 
of realism in the broader aspects of fiction, and 
is not primarily concerned with the realistic 
method in the handling of minor details. The 
higher ideal, the attempt to present fundamental 
human truths in an artistic literary manner, is 
the prim&l ob,iect of this group, which in another 
section of this paper have been called the "con-
servative realists". 
Another class is the section fathered by Zola, 
the naturalistic realist. These are the writers who 
adhere to the pathetic fallacy of scientific realism, 
the idea that in order to portray life as it actually 
is, the author must sink into the depths of the 
sordid and morbid, and wallow in the indecency 
which they erroneously call "life as it is". "It is 
• 
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obviously anti-heroic." (l) George Moore, the Eng-
lishman, in his "Esther Waters 11 , Brank Norris in 
"Maggie: A Girl of the Streets", and, more recently, 
the journalistic Mr. Dreiser with his "chemic com-
pulsion" complex have floundered in this mire.' That 
they are pseudo-realists is as obvious to the 
thinking reader as it is that Shelley, Keats, and 
Eyron are inspired romanticists. They are the 
revolutionists of modern literature, and, like 
most rebels, t~ey will ultimately perish under 
the extreme artificiality of their beliefs. Zolaism 
already is rapidly on the wane. 
Pret Harte belonged to netther of these groups. 
Scorning the indecent in art, he portrayed his pros-
titutes and criminals in a more closely normal man-
ner than Dreiser, He~ingway, and the rest have done. 
Here I wish to remark that Harte, ignoring the nat-
uralistic, reached honestly enough for the truly 
realistic effect that Howells achieved. But he fell 
over the great hazard in his path, an obstacle he 
saw in the writings of others, but could not escape 
in himself. This is the fault of attempting to 
(1) Alan R. Thompson, ".F'arewell to Achilles", in the 
"Bookman" for January,.··]930, p. 465. 
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accomplish the purpose of realism by the ~efoe method 
of piling on facts and using minute details in the 
attempt to gain verisimilitude. Note this example, 
from the opening paragraph of 11 A ~'laif of the Plains": 
11 A long level of dull gray that further 
away became a faint blue, with here and there 
darker patbbes that looked like water. At 
times an open space, blackened and burnt in 
an irregular circle, with a shred of news-
paper, an old rag, or broken tin can lying 
in the ashes •..•.•• A chalky taste of dust 
on the mouth and lips, a gritty sense of 
earth on the fingers, and an all-pervading 
heat and smell of cattle."{l) 
The same is true in his description of the lone 
Indian whom Clarence sights early in the same storv, 
and of the beginning of that interesting little 
sketch, "High Water Mark". 
Harte had made the journey to California by 
water, and hence knew little first-hand of life on. 
the plains. Consequently he tries to reach the atmos-
phere of realism by burying the reader's perception 
( 1) 11 A Waif of the Plains 11 
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under a maze of miner detail. That he could see this 
-
weakness in others is sho·wn in two of his parodies: 
"'My dear Rose,' I s1:tid, layinQ' down my egg 
spoon (the egg spoon really had nothing to do 
with this speech, but it imparted such a delight-
fully realistic flavor to the scene), 'I am 
not to blame if I resemble the S'helpburgs. '"(l) 
and: 
"I marvel much at those who deem it necessary 
in the setting down of their adventures to gloze 
over the whiles between with much matter of 
the country, the peoples, and even their own 
foolish reflections thereon, hoping in this 
way to cozen the reader with a belief in 
their own truthfulness, and increase the 
extravagance of their deeds. 11 ( 2 ) 
It is strange that Harte, seeing this fault as he 
did, should so naively fall into the same trap. But 
it must be remembered that in his day realism was 
not as clearly-defined as it is today. This dis-
tinction is made clear by one discerning magazine-
(1) "Rupert the Resembler", in "Condensed Novels". 
(2) "The Adventures of John Longbovwe, Yeoman", in 
"Condensed Novels". 
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writer of the present decade, who says: "The aim of 
Realism is not merely to tell the truth, but to 
convey a sense of the truth. The avowed purpose of 
Realism is its best defense: it professes to look 
facts in the face, to tell the truth dispassion-
ately, and to find nothing alien to it that is 
human. It is a little odd to reflect nowadays 
that in their time Dickens, Thackeray, Charlotte 
Bronte, and George Eliot were regarded as realists. 
( 1 ) Since their day nealism has gone a long way." 
Harte would tend to fall in the same class of 
realism as these writers, and it is perhaps but 
natural that his realism, in the eyes of the 
present-day reader, must be not entirely truthful. 
But it does not alter the fact that he basked 
complacently in the sun of his own self-satisfaction, 
believing his work to be a veritable mirror of 
accuracy regarding mining life, and bowing down 
religiously in worship of his tin-god realism. 
Remembering, then, that Harte approached his 
desire by way of a mistaken avenue, the method of 
detailed description rather than the psychological 
(1) Latta Griswold, "Pseudo-riealism", in the "Atlantic 
Monthly" for May, 1930, pp. 600-601. 
40 
• 
I 
study of personality, temperament, and character, 
it is not surprising that he made mistakes in his 
delineations and development of character as well 
as in the lesser items of scenic verisi~ilitude. one 
of the specific tricks he uses in his exploitation 
of paradox and contrast irritates one considerably. 
!t is the insistent and repeated spotlighting of 
his creed that bad men invartably have the outward 
appearance of saints, and that the only honest man 
in a group is the one who has the most sinister 
cast to his countenance. Here are two instances, 
taken from two different sketches: 
11
'Ihe greatest scamp had a Raphael face, 
with a profusion of blond hair; Oakhurst, a 
gambler, had the melancholy air and intel-
lectual abstraction of a Hamlet; the coolest 
and most courageous man was scarcely over 
five feet in height, with a soft voice, and 
an embarrassed, timid manner ••••• The strongest 
man had but three ringers on his right hand; 
It { 1 ) 
the best shot had but one eye. 
and: 
"The handsome outlines at the windows 
(1) "'Ihe Luck of Rearing Carrp" 
41 
• 
-- ____ __:__ -~-~~~--:----·--- -~--------- --~~--------·:____-~-·-----
peered further in the schoolroom, and a saintly 
Raphael-face, with blond beard and soft blue 
eyes, belonging to the biggest scamp in the 
diggings, turned toward the child and whis-
pered, 'Stick to it, Mliss ~ "' ( 1 ) 
This is a fine dramatic touch, a searching for 
effect, but it shows, unfortunately, that Harte 
treated his work as a profession, unconsciously or 
no, and not as an art. Modern psychology has pretty 
thoroughly exploded the idea that positive and 
negative traits emphasize each other by their con-
trasting presence in a single person. It has been 
shown that physical beauty and strength tend as a 
p-eneral rule to correlate positively in man. For 
example, the athlete and the pretty girl will, on 
the average, show a higher intelligence than the 
bespectacled, stoop-shouldered bookworm. "Beautiful 
but dumb" is an outworn phrase. '!his idea of posi-
tive correlation of traits also holds in the case 
of physical appearance and traits .of character, such 
as honesty, as Hartshorn and May point out in their 
"Studies in Deceit". Harte, in his love for the 
(1) "Mliss" 
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strikingly unique, has, as he does repeatedly, al-
lowed himself to subvert a fundamental psychological 
truth by shouting, "Look, here's something you've 
never thought of - but isn't it so!" It is not. 
The passage quoted above from "The Luck" is one 
which every critic of Harte points to as a kind of 
masterly touch in characterization and the outstand-
ing example of Harte's possession of the dramatic 
instinct. But one feels Pattee's com~ent on the 
descriptive settings of Harte and of John Hay ap-
plies as well to Harte's characters. "The work of 
Harte (and even of Hay) is the work of an onlooker 
rather than a sharer. One feels that both were 
studying their picturesque surroundings ob.lec ti vel v 
( 1} 
for the sake of 'copy'". So Harte reached out 
for the oddities and peculiarities in his miners 
and then threw them into the spotlight as basically 
characteristic of his people, with the resulting 
effect of presenting one-sided and, therefore, 
necessarily unreal persons. As 'I'rent says, "He s toad 
apart from his material, cold and unmoved, and 
(1) Fred L. -Pattee, "A History of knerican Literature 
Since 1870 11 , p. 99. 
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sought not the truth, but effect on the reader."{l) 
Harte's weakness in being dominated by his love 
for the theatrical did not confine itself to his 
characters. It showed even more in his descriptions 
of the settings of his stories. At first glance it 
might appear thnt Harte was a keen depictor of nature, 
as well. as a pantheistic lover of it. But at close 
study it can be seen that he used his scenery for 
the splendor and magnificence with which he could 
use it to ornament his stories. Even in the rougn 
but orderly courtroom where Tennessee is being tried 
as a highwayman the opportunity for contrast is not 
lost: 
"And above all this, etched on the dark 
firmament, rose the Sierra, remote and pas-
sionless, crowned with remoter passionless 
stars. 11 ( 2 ) 
It is the to~ch of the showman, that extra dash of 
the picturesque in the ballyhoo of the side-show 
"barker". Harte never lost an opportunity to make 
use of it. And from his contemporary popularity it 
(1) William P. Trent, "The Cambridge History of American 
Literature", p. 380. 
{2) "Tennessee's Partner" 
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detracted not one bit. 
Harte snatched at the unique and peculiar in the 
lif~ of the diggings. When he went back to the cities 
of California for his characters, he was no less 
proficient in this art. The natural figure in the 
urban life of the ti~es for hi~ to fictionize was 
that of the cold, reserved gambler. Here again he 
used the powers of his i~agination with success. 
Gambling houses succeeded in getting licenses as 
late as 1856, but it was only because they paid 
heavily for the privilege. 11 ~.lfuen Bret Harte's first 
stories were writ ten the type represented by John 
Oakhurst and Jack Hamlin had begun to pass away, and 
those worthies would soon have been forgotten. Put 
who can forget them now: 'Bret Harte', said the 
11 Academy" after his death, 'was the Homer of Gamblers. 
Gamblers there had been before, but they were of the 
old sullen type. "' ( 1 ) 
In thus writing the 11 Homeric epic" of gamblers 
and raising them to the status of heroes, Harte again 
violated the truth. John Oakhurst first appears as 
the gambler who gives the baby Thomas Luck "a very 
II 
beautifully embroidered lady's handkerchief; then 
(1) Henry C • .tvrerwin, 11 'Ihe Life of Bret Harte", p. 173. 
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he passes through a series of adventures in several 
tales, to die an heroic suicide with the outcasts of 
Poker Flat. Jack Hamlin, ·however, is Harte's prize .of 
the grotesque. Physically pale-faced and almost ef-
feminate, he min~les a love for church-choir music 
and children with a keen interest in the ladies and 
a willingness to kill instantly upon provocation. 
However, he is not cold-blooded. His generosity, fair 
play, and bravery are the qualities for which the 
miners respect him. 
'These are the gamblers for whom Bret Harte served 
as Homer. But it's a one-sided, idealized picture, 
raised by the wand of a literary magician. Let William 
R. Gillis, a man who spent all his life in the goQd-
country, speak. After discoursing on the evils of the 
"toughs" and gamblers in 'Frisco, he says: 
"Another hotbed of iniquity was the 'Barbary 
Coast'. Here were nightly assembled the vilest 
gang of criminals the world over, men and 
women, devoid of humanity and pity, robbing 
and killin,g for what they found on the per-
sons of their victims. Woe to the stranger 
with anything of value in his possession 
who entered one of their dens alone! Trapped 
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like a rat, he would be robbed, murdered, and his 
body thrown into the bay. There was seldom a week 
passed without a dead man being found floating 
in the bay, while a crushed skull, knife wound, 
or a cord twisted around his neck plainly told 
the manner of his death."(l) 
Of course, this is the other extreme, but it 
serves to "debunk" the gallant impostors of Harte. 
The outstanding traits the creator of Jack Hamlin 
puts into focus - the suavity, cleanliness, and 
inevitable good manners - were rather more the 
gambler's stock in trade than the characteristics 
of a human personality. As in the case of the miners, 
Harte in the gamblers found his chance for portraying 
a romantic figure, and he immediately seized it. 
We have seen in the above, therefore, several 
exa~ples of Harte's infractions of the laws of true 
realism in its larger aspects: his use of excessive 
detail in the hope of creating an illusion of truth; 
his violation of the tenets of human psychology; his 
effort to paint an impressive background by the ap-
plication of large splashes of color contrasting with 
an humble foreground; and his romanticizing of a 
( 1) 'Jilliarn R. Gillis, "Gold Rush Days 'Ni th Mark 
Twain", p. 22. 
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certain class of people in urban California, the 
gambler. 
I want now to become more specific in the treat-
ment of Harte's realism. Where the preceding argument 
has been to show that in the totality of its effect 
Eret Harte's literature has not evidenced a convincing 
realism, I intend now to enter into a discussion of 
certain definite phases of his work wherein he does 
or does not follow the procedure of the true realist. 
2. Bret Harte's Men 
In the stories of Bret Harte there are three heroes 
who by virtue of fine character delineation and 
striking personality as well as by their ubiquity 
stand out as noteworthy personalities in Harte's 
literature. They are, in the descending order of 
their importance, the Californian stage-driver, 
"Yuba Bill", the Calvin Coolidge of pioneer taci-
turnity; Jack Hamlin, personification of the ultra-
refined, gentlemanly ga:nbler; and Colonel Starbottle, 
the symbol of excessive pride and pompous courtesy. 
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Yuba Bill ~as Harte's special love. Emanating the 
humor of the Pacific earth, the refusal to take uny 
matter, regardless of its importance, without a taint 
of ridicule or thinly-veiled satire, Yuba Bill is a 
masterfUl figure. Chesterton quotes two typical 
instances of the coachman's dry wit, one as Bill 
rebukes a passenger "who has offered an optimistic 
remark on the failure of expected highwaymen to 
appear: 
"'You ain't puttin' any price on that opinion, 
air ye?' inquired Bill politely. 
"'No.' 
'"Cos thar 's a comic paper in 'Frisco pays 
for them things; and I've seen worse things 
in it. ' 11 ( 1 ) 
and Bill's characteristic reply to the pride-inflated 
Judge Beeswinger, who asks: 
"'Any poll tical news from below, Bill?' 
"'Not much,' said Bill, with deliberate 
gravity. 'The President o' the United States 
hezn't been hisself sens you refoosed that 
seat in the Cabinet. The gin'ral feelin' in 
( 1) G. K. Chesterton, "Varied Types 11 , p. 185-6. 
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perlitical circles is one o' regret.' 
"To be rebuked thus is like being rebuked by the 
pyramids or by the starry heavens. There is about 
Yuba Bill this air of a pugnacious calm, a stepping 
back to get his distance for a shattering blow, which 
is like that of Dr. Johnson at his best. "(l ) 
Mr. Chesterton continues in eulogy of Yuba Bill, 
attacking the idea that Bill is no more than an 
imitation of Dickens.'. London coachman, Tony Weller. 
Yuba Bill, he declares, is no more Weller simply 
because both were stage-drivers than Mr. Pickwick 
is like Antonio in "The Merchant of Venice" because 
both were merchants. :veller is 
-' 
a gargoyle, always 
talking; Bill is too great to be sociable. ''Tony 
Weller has the noisy humor of London, Yuba Bill 
has the silent humor of the earth. 
II ( 2 ) 
Yuba Bill, I think, owes his clearly-defined and 
seemingly realistic depiction to the fact not that 
he was a typical stage-driver, but that he was the 
embodiment of the kind of humor which characterized 
(1) G. K. Chesterton, "Varied 'Iypes", p. 186. 
(2) Ibid., pp. 187-8. 
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pioneer California. Harte was exposed to it in the 
newspaper offices. At the time of the 1868 earth-
quake, he used it to good effect by turning on the 
business men of San Francisco who urged the news-
papers to understate the story of the earthquake. 
Harte said, jocularly, in "The Californian", that 
"the earthquake would have suffered serious dama~e 
if the people had only known it was coming."(l) 
This native pioneer sense of humor Bret Harte caught 
in spirit and he created a character to immortalize 
it. That the character was chosen to be a stage-
driver is merely another indication of Harte's love 
for the romantic and picturesque. He had, it is al-
leged, ridden as a stage messenger himself for a 
time, and may have romanticized one of his drivers. 
But the vehicle may as well have been a corner 
druggist, a faro dealer, or any one of his miners. 
The point is that Harte stuffed the body with in-
triguing idiosyncrasies, carried it to the driver !:-s 
seat of a stage-coach, and, like a ventriloquist, 
pumped through it the humor that his own temperament 
had assimilated during years at the copy-desk. That 
(1) Henry C. Merwin, "The Life of Bret Harte", p. 216. 
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Yuba Bill is delightful to read about is not to be denied; 
but to say that his type was typical of goQd-hunting 
California is as untrue as to say that :t.r. Lewis' 
Babbitt was the American business man of a decade and 
more ago. Yuba Bill's seeming realism lies in the 
fact that it is easy and natural for the reader to fall 
in sympathy with Bill, and that his gentle but none 
the less effectiv~ satire strikes at some of our most 
human foibles. He is a figure worthy of preservation 
in our memories; but the enthusiastic lover of enter-
tainment must be careful that his love of humor and 
wit does not run away with his perception of the 
typical and real. 
If Yuba Bill is a back-country model of caricature 
in humor, Jack Hamlin stands for pre-eminence in the 
same field in the Pacific urban life. I have shown 
above that Harte gave him a "Homeric" treatment as 
the typical gambler. That he was not, externally at 
least, entirely a product of Harte's vivid imagina-
tion is shown by Merwin, who points out that Harte 
describes an early gambler, Hamlin's prototype, in 
his "Bohemian Days in San Francisco". "He speaks of 
his handsome face, his pale Southern look, his slight 
figure, the scrupulous elegance and neatness of his 
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dress, - his genial manner, and the nonchalance with 
which he set out for the duel which ended in his 
death."(l) Hamlin possesses all these personal traits • 
His 11 pale Greek face 11 of "Homeric gravity" lends to 
the enchantment of his "tenor voice, trained in a 
choir". He is a peripatetic figure, stalking the 
length and breadth of the Pacific Coast, falling in 
and out of love with a charming inconsistency, and 
ever ready to back his romantic appearance with the 
breath of generosity or the scorn of an insult. Duel-
ing is his avocation, although Harte is wise enough 
not to endanger his outward realism by making of him 
a mere pistol-raising marionette. 
Here again the creator of Hamlin falls short of 
his intended realism by too consistent an adherence 
to the romantic and unusual in the gambler. One critic 
sums this up nicely as applying to all of Harte's 
major figures. "Undoubtedly there may have been a 
Roaring Camp, undoubtedly there were Cherokee Sals 
and Kentucks, undoubtedly the gold rush developed 
here and there Jack Hamlins and Tennessees and Uncle 
Billys and Yuba Bills. The weakness of Harte is that 
he takes these and peoples California with them. Like 
( 1) Henry C. Merwin, "The Life of Bret Harte", p. 177. 
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Dickens, he selects a few picturesque and grotesque 
exceptions and !flakes of them a whole social system."(l) 
Harte was not too engrossed in his characterizations, 
however, not to see the danger of idealizing his 
people. Hero-worship his characters he did, but to 
his credit it must be said that he did not openly flaunt 
his pre,iudices before the reader. 'Ihe death-knoll to 
his attempt at realistic character-portrayal comes 
in when he unconsciously allows his pen to touch in 
those added little flourishes that serve to spread 
around his figures a halo of the unreal and the at-
mosphere of the demi-god. Had he searched for those 
minute touches of the ordinary and co:nmon-place that 
show the plainest and most homely of characters to 
possess the human quality of reality, instead of 
serving us the spices of the marvelous and extra-
ordinary, he might have appreciably heightened his 
realism. One of his nearest approaches to making 
Hamlin a greater man than he is cernes in the hotel-
room death-scene of Hamlin, in "Gabriei Conroy", when 
the petulant, arrogant gambler feigns conversion to 
the Church in order to ease the mind of his negro 
( l) Fred L. Pattee, "A History of American Literature 
Since 1870 ", p. 73. 
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servant, old Pete. Here Jack Hamlin transcends his 
selfishness, his cold-blooded nonchalance, and ap-
proaches the higher level of modest humanity by 
bowing to the weeping figure of his faithful servant. 
Many writers in their criticism place John Oakhurst 
in the same category with Hamlin. This is a false an-
alysis. They have only two elements in common: one, 
the profession of gambling; the other, an innate sel-
fishness. Lovers of Harte will, I suppose, disagree 
with the latter part of this statement, declaring 
that both these men on ~any occasions evidenced their 
generosity by free-willed monetary disbursements. They 
did !Zive money; but they gave it as another man would 
have given water or air. Money is nothing to a gambler. 
He plays for the game alone, and, with a pile of win-
nings, he longs only to place his bet and to spin the 
wheel again. To win or to lose is not the question 
with him. The game itself is his life; otherwise he 
would make his pile and quit. Oakhurst and Hamlin 
could have done so had they wished; for they "recog-
. nized the usual percentage in favor of the dealer." 
Hamlin is an ex~rovert, audacious, fascinating, a 
personality; Oakhurst is an introvert in the better 
sense of the worn - that is, he attended to his own 
business, pushed worries resolutely out of his mind, 
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and regarded life with the gambler's insouciant ac-
ceptance of fate. He is respected, admired, feared • 
"'Ihere was something in his carriage, something in 
the pose of his beautiful head, something in the 
strong and fine manliness of his presence ••••• that 
go where he would, and with whom, he was always a 
notable man in ten thousand." One might have chosen 
Oakhurst for his confidential adviser; one would go 
sky-larking with J&ck Hamlin. Hamlin, emotional 
beneath his gambler's mask, died knowing his life 
had been futile, sensing the failure without being 
able to touch it. Oakhurst, to the end gazing im-
perturbably on the enigma of life, took his own 
life in the snow, 11pulseless and cold, with a der-
ringer by his side and a bullet in his heart, though 
still calm as in life."{l) "";e cnn believe that the 
introvert would have taken his own life; Jack Hamlin 
would have played out his hand to the bitter end. 
Colonel Culpepper Stnrbottle is the most extreme 
of Bret Harte's figures. A native of Kentucky and 
a successful politician, he is a cross between the 
perspiringly unctuous diplomat and the quietly pom-
pous Southern gentleman. Life is a sober thing to 
(1) "The Outcasts of Poker Flat" 
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him, and he is almost completely without a sense of 
humor. To be ridiculed or insulted is with him tanta-
mount to a physical blow, and he is ever ready and eager 
to defend his honor, even at the expense of his life. 
Equally prepared, however, is he to offer an enemy 
the satisfaction of combat, and he never fails to hold 
himself"responsible - er - personally responsible" 
for any of his actions. 
A certain Dr. Ruskin, a Southern politician, and 
the notorious Judge Terry, an honest but narrow and 
prejudiced man, are cited as probable models for 
Colonel Starbottle. (l) They were extreme fi~rures in 
western life, typical perhaps of one class of Southern 
gentleman, but as foreign to the comradeship and 
democracy of pioneer California as they would have 
been to the simplicity and perseverance of Gloucester 
fisherfolk. To add to the unreality, Harte chooses 
from even these strained originals the most startling 
of their exaggerated qualities. The Colonel Star-
bottle he gives us, then, is a romantic illusion, 
~he type of imaginary creature that stalks with the 
absent-minded professor, the omniscient detective, 
and the simpering "Pollyanna" of literature. He holds 
( 1 ) Henry C. MeMvin, 11 '!he Life of Bret Harte", pp. 135-6. 
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our attention as a uniquely amusing parader, an actor 
introduced for comic relief. His immorality is a 
pleasing vice, and his pomposity a :nelodramatic 
absurdity. It is by blending the contrastin~ traits 
of admirable and pitiable qualities in the beady-
eyed Colonel, and introducing him as a verbose, 
humorous egoist that Harte has made "Star" cele-
brated. Starbottle sums up his own character as well 
as his conception of the quarrel between the miners, 
York and Scott, when he refers to it as "a fuss that 
gentlemen .might have settled,ln ten minutes over a 
social glass, ef they meant business; or in ten 
seconds with a revolver, ef they meant fun."(l) 
Harte, using as he did the obJective method in 
his picturing of men, was not successful at character 
developinent. "He makes no attempt at character devel-
opment. Each personage is the same at the close of 
(2) 
the story as at the opening. 11 MeMvin makes one 
exception to this charge, that of Clarence, the cent-
ral figure in his trilogy, "A Waif of the Plains. 11 He 
says, "In one case, however, Bret Hart~ did succeed 
in showing the growth and development of a character; 
(1) "'Ihe Iliad of Sandy Bar" 
(2) Fred L. Pattee, "A History of American 11 terature 
Since 1870 11 , p. 74. 
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the character of Clarence, from boyhood to maturity, 
is skilfully and consistently tra·ced. "(l) 
Clarence is of all Harte's heroes the most peculiar. 
Son of a noted duelist, reared in the cultural and 
morally strengthening atmosphere of a Catholic school, 
and soothed by the love of dear friends, he exhibits 
the queerest symptons of character imaginable. With 
all the opportunities for a moral hero, he shows him~ 
self at times to be vacillating and puerile. Steadied 
by his friendship with the murdered ~!.r. Peyton, he 
nevertheless exhibits the inherited ferocity of his 
rather that makes him unstable. He falls in and out 
of love with a charming simplicity, first becoming 
interested in his childhood playmate Susie, then in 
her chum Mary, and finally marrying Mrs. Peyton, the 
wife of his patron. Soon after his marriage he finds 
the lady is a Confederate, and they separate. When 
his wife is killed as a Southern spy in the Civil War, 
Clarence with the nonchalance of a movie hero marries 
Miss Faulkner. 
But there is little, I think, of real character 
development. Clarence grows from a normal youngster 
to manhood, influenced only by the spark of his fighting 
(1 )Henry C. Merwin, "The Life of Bret Harte", p. 296. 
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father's legacy of ruthlessness, an, inheritance that 
Clarence's fatality complex and brooding keeps, ex-
cept for one instance, fairly in subjection. The most 
significant feature of the young waif's personality 
is his instability of character. Harte in a Dreiser-
like manner shoves Clarence through a series of ad-
ventures at any juncture of which it would appear 
that a normal being, uninfluenced by "chemic com-
pulsion'', would wrench himself free. Clarence, by his 
dazed manner, evidences a degeneration rather than 
a development of strong character. He is a natural-
istic figure without the ZoJ.aesque touch of immoral-
ity. 
Harte's presentation of the average miner lacked 
the realistic touch. His insistent harping upon the 
idea of contrast· and paradox is his demon of unreality. 
Aside from the psychological errors he cormni ts, as 
observed earlier, the author, in an attempt to get 
below the rough surface of the bewhiskered pioneers, 
succeeds rather in diffusing about the men a haze of 
romantic sentiment. See the triteness and worn-out 
idealism in the picture of a big-boned man, "Ken tuck", 
fumbling over the cradle of a baby. The child grasps 
Kentuck's finger: 
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"Kentuck looked foolish and embarrassed. 
Something like a blush tried to assert itself 
in his weather-beaten cheek. 'The d---d little 
cuss!' he said, as he extricated his fin~er, 
with perhaps more tenderness and care than he 
might have been dee;ned capable of showing. 11 (1) 
The crux of the situation is that Harte was a. 
surface observer and an unrestrained imaginer. Given 
the rough-and-ready figure of the bearded, pistolled, 
red-shirted digger, he saw not a sober workingman 
but a dashing adventurer. His acquaintance with ~ood 
literature gave him the faculty to perceive that it 
would not do to mount his hero upon a prancing stal-
lion and send hi~ on a drunken ride through his 
stories. But he took the equally romantic, if more 
subtle, course of building the miner up from a 
false inside - the inner characteristic of tender, 
sentimental loneliness contrasted with outward 
masculine sophistication. From this fact it is not 
wrong to observe that Bret Harte produced as false 
a Westerner as the "movie" 11elodramas have done. The 
difference is that Harte played with the emotions of 
pathos and humor, while the cinema has appealed to 
the emotion of excitement. 
(1) "The Luck of Roaring Camp" 
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For the professional man, outside the lawyer, Harte 
seems to have cared little. Seemingly it would have 
been within his power to have given us realistic 
schoolteachers, editors, or writers. But, like so 
many aspiring authors, he didn't seem to realize that 
the best chance for realistic fiction lies in dealing 
with scenes one knows familiarly. His teachers show 
no individuality. All of them, Ford, Gray, and the 
rest, are merely members of the supporting cast. The 
editors, who usually tell their own stories in the 
first person, are mere recounters and observers, ap-
pearing not to be possessed of definite personalities. 
The clergy fares little better at the hands of Harte. 
\ The Spanish priests are given his respect, but no char-
acterization. The Protestant ministers are less fortu-
nate. Most of them, ln Harte, are hypocrites at best. 
McSnagley fails to impress favorablv in ":t'liss", and 
is even made to appear ludicrous in verbal combat with 
the child-heroine. The Reverend Winslow Wynn sneers at 
his daughter's Indian admirer, Low furman, characterizing 
him as 11 just an In,j in 11 • Mr. Peasley greets the new as-
sistant at Pine Clearing School "with a chilling Chris-
tian smile." Even Gideon te~:me, the poor young iA:ethodist 
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preacher in "An Apostle of the Tules", though he proves 
his courage and kindliness by saving a gambler from 
lynching, fails to appear convincing. Harte, whether 
in private belief pantheistic, agnostic, or atheist, 
certainly was not a church-lover. I: am of the opinion 
that he had no strong religious conviction of any 
kind, but that his outbursts regarding "the shadowy 
river that flows forever to the unknown sea" and the 
like were more a product of his sentimental make-up 
than a reflection of his belief in a hereafter. 
3. Bret Harte's Women and Children 
Harte does not appear to have had a keen under-
standing of the female sex. He himself possessed 
what he declared his miners to have: a feeling of 
reverence and submission toward women. This attitude 
made for his lavish use of sentiment and melodrama 
in his etching of female characters and their relations 
with men. A good summation of his own reaction toward 
the sex is shown in the words with which one of his 
characters describes Colonel Starbottle's gallantry: 
"Kz for wi:n:nin! - well, I reckon if he'd 
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just got a bead drawn on a man, and a woman 
spoke to him, he'd drop his battery and take 
. ( ) 
off his hat to her." 1 
There are not many pioneer wives in the tales. 
Women were scarce, and as a substitute most miners 
had a "pardner"; hence friendship is a more common 
emotion in Harte's work than is love. This serves 
to make woman subordinate to man in interest, as love 
is to friendship. It is significant that Harte had no 
female character that ranks in strength and popularity 
with Yuba Bill, Jack Hamlin, or Starbottle. The ex-
planation is, as I see it, that he never could paint 
the more subtle qualities of character that go to make 
for a great human figure. His women are all either 
creamy virgins or frowzy prostitutes. 11 His characters 
are sharply contrasted in black and white; his art is 
( 2) 
not sufficiently subtle to paint in shades of grey." 
One of his much-touted feminine figures is the 
faithful Miggles. She attends her paralytic lover, in 
a perverse martyrdom hard to understand. Like the 
early English martyr, St. Andrew, she courts her 
martyrdom with a kind of quiet contentment in her own 
(1) "A Ward of Colonel Starbottle's" 
(2) Lucy L. Hazard, "The Frontier in American Litera-
ture", p. 190. 
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abnegation. She comes closer, though, to a realistic 
personality than any other of Harte's characters; for 
it is a curious fact that members of the "weaker sex" 
revel in any kind of suffering they may bear for the 
sake of those whom they love. The unpleasant part of 
it is that they are prone to flaunt this self-imposed 
persecution before an admiring world whenever occasion 
offers. :Miggles is almost free from this specific fault, 
although in her satisfaction she does not fail to see 
the admiring glances of the stranded coach-passengers 
for both her outer and inner charms. But once she 
begs for recognition of her martyrdom when she says, 
in response to someone's query·as to why she doesn't 
marry Jim: 
"'Well, you see, it would be playing it rather 
low-down on Jim to take advantage of his being 
so helpless. And then, too, if we were man 
and wife, now, we'd both know that I was bound 
( l) 
to do what I do now of my own accord.'" 
Nevertheless, !Hggles stands above the general run 
of Harte's women. In her he more skilfully mingles 
the opposing qualities of good and bad. It is a unique 
and unusual situation, but Miggles, we feel, is 
(1) 11 Miggles" 
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fundamentally a real woman. Neither a prostitute nor a 
virgip, she yet appeals as basically a typical kind of 
girl. 
On many occasions Harte extenuates a bad character 
with a single virtue. Examples a~e Cherokee Sal, mother 
of Thomas Luck; Mother Shipton, one of the Poker Flat 
outcasts; and Steptoe, the villainous claim-Jumper 
whose love for his son idealizes him as he dies under 
the gunfire of the law. In at least one instance, 
however, he reverses his procedure;·and, after having 
pictured a good, loving woman, he turns her into a 
bigoted, hate-inflamed aristocrat. This character is 
~lrs. Peytonp who, after having mothered Clarence and 
Susie, the prairie waifs, marries Clarence upon the 
death of her husband. But almost immediately she con-
nives with Confederate sympathizers, making a dupe of 
her new husband. The story, "A Waif of the Plains",is 
typically, it seems, one of degeneration of character. 
The reversion in character of ;·A:rs. Peyton is in keeping 
with the tragic element of the tale. One almost suspects 
that Harte wanted to make of Clarence an outstanding 
figure in trai!edy. If this was his aim, I think he has 
succeeded more nearly in making of him the supine vic-
tim of his own emotional instability. 
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Most of Harte's married women delight in making 
fools of their husbands. Joan Blandford, a really 
strong woman, deceives her first husband and goes 
to California from Connecticut with his friend, 
~emorest. There she is unfaithful to the latter, 
also. Kitty Barker nearly _·falls into the same unhap-
piness, but is fortunate enough to have .Jack Hamlin 
save her for her husband. Ira Beasley's phlegmatic 
wife becomes enamoured of an escaped murderer. 
The younger girls, facing their first love af-
fairs, are independent, clear-headed women. Cressy, 
Jinny M' Closky (the Rose of Tuolumne), Lanny Fos-
ter, and Liberty Jones are self-sufficient damsels. 
One almost fears that they are too precocious and 
subtle to be the frontier daughters of unlettered 
women. But in their freshness and vivacity they 
cover, realistically enough, a multitude of minor 
defections. 
Harte prefers to look upon his children with the 
benignant tolerance of a grandparent. He spends lit-
tle time in delving into their natures. His Chinese 
youngsters exhibit the blandness and tolerance of 
their elders, with perhaps an added spark of sober-
faced impishness. Wan Lee throws his rolled-up 
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newspapers through the closed windows of his cus-
tomers; Li Tee resourcefully uses Mrs. Martin's 
weekly wash as a kite-tail. 
The American children are especially marked off, 
almost as prodigies. Oll:v Conroy, aged eleven, is as 
precocious in speech, manner, and jud~ment as that 
classic of romantic childhood, Kipling's over-resource-
ful and unreal boy, "Kim" O'Hara. Clarence in his 
childhood puts sixteen-year-old "Lyin' Jim" Hooker 
to shame by his courage and adaptability. Harte lacked 
the ability to write with the combined humor and 
verisimilitude ln depicting boy-life that :·tark Twain 
achieved. Perhaps the reason is that Harte's own 
perigrinating boyhood held from him the companion-
ships necessary to writing in a reminiscent and 
realistic manner of typically boyish adventures. 
The more logical explanation is that he modelled 
his children on Oliver Twist, r:::avid Copperfield, 
and Little Ein'ly. Certain it is that his youngsters 
are too mature for their age. 
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4. Bret Harte's Tragedy Complex 
Recently I attended a motion picture in which the 
hero, as the action progressed, became ~ore and more 
inextricably tangled in a mesh of circumstances. After 
trying for some time to foresee the possible solut-ion, 
I gave up and settled back to let the plot unravel it-
self ty its own method. Picture to yourself the con-
sternation engendered in the observer ~hen the scenario-
writer, after carrying his hero to the denouement, 
calmly and shamelesslv ~ets out of the mess by the 
si'Tiple expedient of killing off:,_the ,hero! 
Everyone knows this is bad art. It is an easy way 
out for the author, but it cheats the audience. The 
method is usually not so crude and amateurish as in 
the case I have mentioned; but many writers, unable 
to carry through a well-constructed, logical plot, 
rely upon an appeal to the emotions of pity and sym-
pathy, mingled hu'Tior and pathos, a camouflage for 
their lack of plot technique. 
Bret Harte was such a write:;_ ..... Tho.ugh universally 
credited with being one of the fathers of the American 
short story, his contribution is really limited to 
the furthering of that perfection in unity of effect 
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which Poe first introduced. "It was Poe who fornu-
lated, when Bret Harte was a child of six, the well-
known theory of the unity of effect in the brief 
tale. This unity Harte secured through a simplifi-
cation, often an insulation, of his theme, the omis-
sian of quarrelling details, an atmosphere none the 
less novel for its occasional theatricality, and 
characters cunningly modulated to the one note they 
were intended to strike."(l) 
Harte could not carry through a well-sustained 
plot. "Gabriel Conroy", his one novel, and a failure, 
shows this, however it may abound in isolated nuggets 
of literary excellence. In his sketches he relied for 
reader-interest on a few episodic incidents, great 
daubs of scenic back~round, and emotional character 
portrayal. Everywhere he gives sly little tugs at 
the readers' heart-strings. 
This is a professional trick of the author who 
lacks narrative power. It is the tragedy complex 
among writers. It seems that it is easier to put 
together bits of sentimental composition than to 
write a technically perfect story. Harte possessed 
(1) Bliss Perry, "The A;nerican Spirit in Literature", 
Vol. 34, p. 241. 
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the happy and enviable faculty of raising this type 
of writing to the dignity of effective literature • 
But fundamentally it is no further from deceit than 
less powerful work, and is used repeatedly by Harte, 
notably in "'Ihe Luck", in con.iunction with his 
forte, romcntic incident. 
Here again Harte succumbed to the influence or 
Dickens. Bound up with his tragedy complex is his 
unfortunate tendency to lapse into sentimentality. 
It was a typical Cickensian failing, but the Eng-
lishman raised his novels to the level of art by the 
hi~h moral fervor which pervaded his work. Harte uses 
his sentiment in large splotches, ~erely for theat-
rical effect. ~e see it evidenced in the closing 
paragraph of "Wan Lee, the Pagan", 
"Dead, my reverend friends, dead! Stoned 
to death in the streets of San Francisco, in 
the year of grace, eighteen hundred and sixty-
nine, by a mob of half-grown boys and Chri.s-
tian school-children!"{l) 
and again in the best of his sketches, "'Ihe Luck", 
where he cloaks the death of Kentuck and Thomas 
(1) "~\,'an Lee, the Pagan" 
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Luck in romantic sentimentality: 
"It needed but a ~lance to show them Ken-
tuck lying there, cruellv crushed and bruised, 
but sti 11 ho1din? The Luck of Roaring Ca'Tip in 
his arms. As they bent over the strangely assorted 
pair, they saw that the child was cold and 
pulseless. 'He is dead,' said one. Kentuck 
opened his eyes. 'Dead?.!' he repeated feebly. 
'Yes, my man, and you are dying too.' A 
smile lit the eyes of the expiring Kentuck. 
'Dying!' he repeated; 'he's a-taking me with 
him. Tell the boys I've got The Luck with me 
now;' and the strong man, clinging to the 
frail babe as a drowning man is said to cling 
to a straw, drifted away into the shadowv 
river that flows forever to the unknown sea." (l) 
1hat Bret Harte's was an over-emotional, easily-
affected personality, the kind of character which, 
if possessed also of the sterner qualities, moral 
fervor and analytical power, may ultimately rise 
to genius, appears to be true. Longfellow, Words-
worth, Coleridge, all lovers of nature and beauty, 
were such men. Eut Harte never knew when to shut 
( 1) "The Luck of Roaring: Camp" 
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off the flow of tears, nor how to attain that bar-
mony of characterization which makes for realistic 
delineation. A man who could burst into tears in his 
sentimentality over a dead writer whom he had known 
only through his works, as Pemberton says Harte did 
( 1 ) 
at the grave of tickens, must be e~otionally un-
stable. The sentiment is to be admired, but the 
overdoing of it shows wherein lie the springs of 
Harte's melodramatic artificiality. "Sentiment is a 
precious thing ••••• and it should be used sparingly. 
The author who plays upon emotion as an end in itself 
may be an expert in sob stuff; he is not a master 
of drama." (2 ) 
(1) T. Edgar Pemberton, "The Life of Bret Harte", p.l66. 
( 2) Lucy L. Hazard, 11 The .B'rontier in American Literature", 
p. 193. 
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5. Bret Harte's Humor 
Brevity and ouietly scathing satire, born in the 
taciturnity of the miners and in the iconoclasm of 
the youthful editors, was the genesis of Californian 
humor. Its chief characteristics, found also in the 
larger &~erican wit, were that it took nobody and 
nothing seriously, and that it accepted for itself 
as a kind of life's mission the ridiculing of sham 
and hypocricy. Convention and dogma were its favorite 
targets, and pompous pride a balloon to be deflated. 
Bret Harte was one of its chief exponents. Though 
he failed in producing a realistic Western literature, 
it may be said that he came closest to striking the 
heart of Californian life in his drollery. His humor 
was sympathetic, and he never held his characters up 
to ridicule unless he aimed to show the absurdity of 
their pretense. His unfriendly depiction of clergymen 
is an example. But on the whole he laughed with his 
characters, not at them. 
Yuba Bill is the central figure in Harte's wit • 
Bill has the shrewd discernment and biting satire 
that enables him quickly and effectively to demolish 
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his opponent in one crashing broadside of scorn. Who 
could reply effectively to such a typical Yuba Bill 
retort as this: "I knew the partikler style of damn 
fool that you was, and expected no better." 
Harte treats even these comic figures object! vely. 
He laughs with, yet at the same time worships, Yuba 
Bill. From Colonel Starbottle he withholds the satire 
he might have employed, and treats the Colonel as a 
formidable and dignified person (as indeed he is) 
rather t!lan exclusively as a narrow-1Tlinded; . arrogant 
provincialist. We cannot wholly despise the bulging, 
pudgy Southerner, with his mincing gait and ostenta-
tious garb when, toward the close of his career, he 
is found by his ne2ro servant musing before his desk: 
11
' 'Fo' God! Kernel, I hope dey ain't nuffin 
de matter, but you's lookin' mighty solemn1 I 
ain't seen you look dat way, Kernel, since de 
day pooh Massa Stryker was fetched home shot 
froo de head.' 'Hand me down the whiskey, 
Jim,' said the Colonel, ristng slowly. The 
negro flew to the closet Joyfully, and brought 
out the bottle. The Colonel poured a glass of 
the spirit, and drank it with his old delibera-
tion. 'You're ouite right, Jim,' he said, 
putting down his glass, 'but I'm - er - getting 
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old - and - somehow - t am missing poor 
( 1) Stryker damnably." 
A good part of the humorous in the Colonel lies 
in the fact that he himself is never able to see a 
joke. But Harte treats him. with the sympathy and a 
kind of respect that saves Starbottle from our un-
remitting disdain. In fact, the author has succeeded 
in making the stately Colonel one of his most cele-
era ted figures. 
Harte's comic is, of course, bound up with his 
unescapable tragic in his search for pathos. Miss 
Rourke admires this. "For the first time a philo-
S9Phic strain was noticeable in ft~erican comedy. 
Harte created tragi-comedy. For the first time -
barring only the submerged creations of the Negro -
elements of the humor of defeat appeared. Hitherto 
the heroes of the comic stories had been on the high 
crest, but these characters were outcasts, scalawags, 
<an prostitutes, hold-up men." It is peculiar that in 
a humor which had its birth in a scorn for solemnity 
and hero-worship we should find characters idealized 
(1) "Colonel Starbottle for the ?laitltiff" 
(2) Constance M. Rourke, "American Humor", p. 225. 
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as "companions of Jason". Harte even in his iconoclasm 
was deferential to certain of his own idols • 
In his "Condensed Novels" Harte proved that his 
gift of humor ran towards parody. As with the charac-
ters he made fun of, so with the authors he burlesqued 
. 
there was the underlying strain of sympathy and admira-
tion that, paradoxically, made his parody outstanding. 
"He was a really great parodist. Mere derision, mere 
( 1) 
contempt, never produced or could produce parody." 
Admiration and reverence, then, the first necessities 
of real parody, were'Harte's. The spirit of contempt, 
the attack for the mere love of destruction, was not 
his. When he laughed at someone, he usually svm-
pathized also. Hls respect for the really valuable 
in literature, linked with the healthy pioneer 
skepticism, served to make him a capable paronist. 
'lhis successful parody does not, however, stamp 
Harte as a powerfUl satirist, in spite of Chester-
ton's praise. Harte's chief aim in the "Condensed 
Novels" was to give vent to his feeling for humor. 
He insinuated neither scorn nor admiration to a 
great degree. The same holds true in his treatment 
of the miners. The only moral lesson he preaches 
{1) G. K. Chesterton, "Varied Types", pp. 183-4. 
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is the idea that in any character, no matter how 
bad, there is a streak of good. Otherwise he is 
noncomittal. This is not the trait of a good 
satirist. Every writer of satire must be an ideal-
ist; he aims to get rid of an evil by preparing 
the way for the good. Harte was not fundamentally 
interested in this. He simply wished to point out 
the good already existing alongside the bad. Con-
sequently, his humor is not that of the reforming 
satirist, but of the exceeding optimist. 
6. Bret Harte's Poetry 
To the casual reader Bret Harte's poetry and his 
humor are inseparably linked. This is because one's 
first introduction to the celebrated author comes 
usually by way of that universally known bit of 
doggerel, "The Heathen Chinee", or, as it is proper-
ly titled, "Plain Language From Truthful James". 
The poem, as everybony knows, tells of an artful 
Chinamen who outcheats an indignant pioneer at 
cards. It was a piece that Harte cared little for, 
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but, ironically enough, it proved to be the agent 
which was to make him famous. Coming at a time when 
the problem of Chinese labor was a significant one, 
it swept the country like a tidal wave. Everybody 
quoted "'Ihe Heathen Chinee", and the United. States 
House of Representa.tives heard it recited with 
applause. 
A remarkable fact about the poem is that in it 
Harte apopted an entirely impartial attitude toward 
both the pioneer and the Chinaman. He cared nothing 
as to which was blameworthy, merely voicing the 
occidental opinion that "the heathen Chinee is 
peculiar". 'Ihe lines especially of contemporary 
appeal, telling how Bill Nye 
" ••••••.•• rose with a sigh, 
And said, 'Can this be? 
we are ruined by Chinese cheap labor', -
And he went for that heathen Chinee. 11 
made Harte's name a household word. To his discom-
forture, it made him a "celebrated humorist" 
rather than a "literary light", arrl he ever after 
regarded it with aversion • 
Perhaps there is more true realism bound up in 
Mr. Nye and his naive disregard for gambling ethics 
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than in all the other of Harte's miners. It is not 
impossible that the one character the author did 
not pretend to etch realistically may have been the 
only one to possess the virtue of realism. What an 
ironical fruition of Harte's idol of oaradox if 
his imitatton of Swinburne's rhythm achieved what 
the painstaking efforts of his voluminous collection 
of brief tales failed to effect! 
~~o of Harte's poems are often included in antholo~ies 
of great poetry, and rightlv so. 'Ihey are "The Reveille" 
and "Relieving Guard". 'Ihe first, California's "Mar-
seillaise" if she ever needs one, is a stirting ap-
peal for patriotic citizens to support the Union: 
"Lo! a nation's hosts have gathered 
Round the quick alarming drum, -
Saying, 'Come, 
Freemen, come! 
Ere your heritage be wasted,' said the quick 
alarming drum." 
and the other is a tribute to the memory of Thomas 
Starr King. Sentries are changing watch, and one says 
he has Just seen a star falling. The other replies: 
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"A star? There's nothing strange in that." 
"No, nothing; but, above the thicket, 
Somehow it seemed to me that God 
Somewhere had just relieved a picket." 
He uses the lyric successfully in several verses, 
with the Irvingesque touch transferred from his prose. 
Among these, his "Concepcion de Arguello 11 is notable, 
more for its romantic beauty than for realistic 
description. 
In several poems Harte h8s carried over the sur-
prise ending technique of his sketches. His best is 
the dra:na tic monologue, ".Tim", the story of a lost 
11 pardner" who dramatically reappears, to the delighted 
astonishment of the narrator: 
"'No? Yes! By Joe! 
Sold: 
Sold ! ~1lhy, you limb, 
You ornery, 
Derned old 
Long-legged Jim.'" 
This exhibits the realism of the devotion shown by 
the miner for his partner, a trait undoubtedly com~on 
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among the pioneers. When Harte succeeds in escaping 
sentimentality in handling the theme, his work, as 
in ".fim", is worthy of mention. 
He does not always eschew an excess of sentiment 
in his rhyme. As might be expected, he opens the 
floodgates in his panegyric to Dicke11s, "Dickens in 
Camp". Compared with the Starr King encomium, the 
Dickens eulogy leans toward extravaganza: 
"Lost is that camp and wasted all its fire; 
And he who wrought that spell? 
Ah! towering pine and stately Kentish spire, 
Ye have one tale to tell!" 
But it would be unfair not to quote the excellent 
closing lines: 
"And on that grave where English oak and holly 
And laurel wreaths entwine, 
Dee:n it not all a too presun1ptuous folly, 
'Ihis spray of western pine!" 
Harte gave his poetry the breath of life, at least, 
by his original and sometimes beautiful treatment of 
Californian scenery. True, his metres are often imi-
tative of other poets; but he strikes the new note 
of a kind of realistic nature, rather than the 
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aesthetic idealism of the romantics. His attack on 
the acquisitive, commercial spirit in San Francisco: 
"Drop down, 0 fleecy Fog, and hide 
( 1) 
Her sceptic sneer and all her pride!" 
stands in sharp contrast to his idealized 
prose of the gold~fields. 11 He may be hailed as the 
father of the Pike balladry and so of the realistic 
school of poetry in Arnerica."( 2 ) He may no more be 
called a great poet than a great story-writer. But 
he possessed that fortunate combination of emotional 
feeling and pleasant style that makes his poetry, 
if not immortal, at least smooth and pleasing. 
(l)"San Francisco" 
(2) .Fred L. Pattee, 11 A History of American Literature 
Since 1670 11 , p. 90. 
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7. Bret Harte's Artistry 
It has been seen that Harte's tragedy complex, his 
love of the tra~ic ending and his continual striving 
for the effect of pathos, dropped him often into the 
pitfall of sentimentality. His best sketches, "The 
Luck of Roaring Camp", "The Idyll of Red Gulch", 
and even the meritorious· "Tennessee's Partner" find 
Harte turning on the tears at the end. 
Another artificial tendency he has is the use of 
accident and coincidence to further the progress of 
his story. Never a good plot-handler, Harte·falls 
into the inexcusably weak trick of coniuring up 
events or persons at a time when they logically 
would not be expected to appear, and of making this 
occurrence a deciding factor workin~ toward his 
climax. It occurs in "Gabriel Conroy", when Harte 
if forced to call up an earthquake to aid Gabriel's 
escape from the would-be lynchers; in "Liberty 
Jones's Discovery" and in "A ;vaif of the Plains", 
when the accidental absence of the major characters 
from the ·scene of misfortune saves their lives and 
enables the story to continue; and in "Three Partners", 
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when Jack Hamlin, contrary to his usual custom of 
retiring after a night of g~mbling, takes an early-
morning ride and happens to emer~e from the woods 
iust in time to see Mrs. Barker ann Van Loon eloping. 
If all these are good melodrama, they certainly are 
bad art. It is a glaring weakness in Harte's artistic 
power that he employs these obviously feeble expedi-
ents. 
one place in which Harte shows an artistic strength 
is in his pioneer dialect. 'Ihe idioms and provincial-
isms encountered in his stories are often said to b~ 
too clever and burnished to be of the soil. 11 Arnerican 
dialect falls into three groups: New England, the 
South, and the West. The dialect employed by Bret 
Harte has orten been criticized as belonging to no 
one of these groups. The charge is mane that it is 
( 1) 
merely an importation of cockney English." But 
the only cockney influence that critics can point 
out is the ure of 11'.\'hich", notably in "The Heathen 
Chinee". Otherwise the dialect seems to be a legiti-
mate reproduction of the Argonauts' speech. 
Dialect, however, need not necessarily be genuine 
(1) William P. Trent, "The Cambridge History of American 
Literature", p. 362. 
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. in order to be convincing. Note the air of reality ln 
Tennessee's apology for his imprisoned partner, when 
the Judge asks him what he has to say on behalf of 
,the prisoner: 
"''Ihet's it,' said Tennessee's Partner, in a 
tone of relief. 'I come yar as Tennessee's pard-
ner, - knowing him nigh on four year, off and on, 
wet and dry, in luck and out o' luck. His wavs 
ain't aller my ways, but thar ain't any p'ints 
in that young man, thar ain't any liveliness 
as he's been up to, as I don't know. And you 
sez to me, sez you, - confidential-like, and 
between man and man, - sez you, "Do you know 
anything in his behalf?" and ~ sez to you, 
"What should a man know of his pardner?"'" ( 1) 
The artistic power of dialect lies more in its 
suggestiveness than in its authenticity. The Scotch 
dialect of James M. Barrie is so confusing, though 
true, that it becomes unintelligible. Stevenson, 
Hardy, Thackeray and Scott falsified their dialect 
in order to make it readable. Harte also made use of 
( 1) "•rennes see's Partner" 
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this permissible artifice. And here again he touched 
the border of realism in a more effective way than 
ever he did in his prided surface realism. 
Harte is not a great stylist. For one thing, he 
is imitative, both in his prose and poetry. rte never 
escaped from the influence· of Dickens and Irving. 
Imitation of style in writing is good training for 
the apprentice, but it constitutes a weakness in the 
master. Fr•om his vocabulary he uses, misuses, and 
reiterates pet Dickensian words· "lu~ubrious" 
' ~ ' 
"sententious", "amanuensis", "indefatigable" become 
his literary trade-marks. "Gratuitous" he artlessly 
misuses on a number of occasions. The splitting of 
unoffending infinitives is his .fiendish delight, and 
his sentences are frequently of awkward construction. 
The fact that he was a slow, careful writer is not 
an indication of perfection in his case; it points 
more to a lack of the literary spark than to care-
fully directed art. 
Harte's one fundamental lack was that he had no 
deep understanding of human nature. He could portray 
a type from the outside, but he never could get into 
the hearts of his characters, like Thackeray and 
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Hawthorne, to give us a figure at once typical and 
individual. That is why he never could develop a 
character. He relied more upon eccentricities and 
outside characteristics for reader appeal than upon 
the inner traits which go to make up a truly human 
personality. "From Dickens he learned the effective-
ness of caricature in the portrayal of human nature. 
Harte did not realize, however, that the secret of 
Dickens is his manner of selecting one tiny but 
characteristic detail and heightenln~ it discreetly, 
while in his own method he heightens the whole pic-
ture till everything stands out ln relief and there 
is no shadow." ( 1 ) 
The strongest point in Harte as a short story 
writer, as we have seen, is his ability to get that 
unity of effect which had been Poe's. His stories 
are models of condensation and vividness, presenting 
a picture without moral didacticism. "Eret Harte 
was the artist of impulse, the painter of single 
burning moments, the flashlight photographer who 
caught in lurid detail one dramatic episode in the 
life of a man or a community and left the rest in 
(1) Edwv.rd J. O'Brien, 11 'Ihe Advance of the Arneraican 
Short Story", p. 110. 
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darkness."(l) 
He left the rest in darkness. There lies an error 
added to his pseudo-realism; for while he showed only 
the surface of what he did treat, he further clouded 
his photograph by omitting, intentionally or not, 
many significant phases of Western life. The resultant 
appearance of a half-truth is almost as far from realism 
as is out-and-out romanticism • 
(1) Fred L~ Pattee, "A History of American Literature 
Since 1870 11 , p. 81. 
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VI. Conclusion 
The place of Bret Harte in American literature has 
been summed up well in Boynton's estimate that Harte 
had one brilliant vision, and spent the rest of his 
life reminding himself of it. (l) This "vision", the 
alleged realistic portrayal of mining life, was 
bound up in Harte's preconceived notion of a true-to-
life fiction that should preserve a picture of the 
Argonauts' manners and customs. He aimed to write 
the epic of the gold-miners as Horner had produced 
the epic of the ancients. 
That Harte at first seemed fairly on his way to 
the realization of his dream is evident in his early 
work itself, as well as in the amazing reception 
which the literary world accorded him. Lionized and 
worshipped both in the East and abroad.by those whose 
literary opinions swayed the general mass of readers, 
howeveri he grew fat and lazy, living in a manner far 
beyond even his then comfortable means. Like a corner-
shop tradesman, he tried to cash in on the popularity 
(l)Henry W. Boynton, 11 Bret Harte", p. 3. 
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of the goods for which the public had a passing fancy, 
and rather than growing from a successful professional 
man into an artist, he deteriorated until he became a 
mere literary artisan. He had created a new figure in 
literatdre, the miner, just as Cooper had popularize~ 
the Indian. But bevond that he was never able to grow. 
Had the author remained in California, where the 
stimulus of criticism and the absence of hero-worship 
could have prodded him into doing his best work, Harte 
might have continued to improve his stories. His nature 
was one best fitted to work under the incentive of cap-
tious advice than under the piling on of praise and 
compliments. It is idle, of course, to coniecture as 
to what a man might have done had he not died so soon, 
or had he lived in a different environment. Mv opinion 
is that Harte, lacking a keen knowledge of human nature 
and the ability to develop a character, never could 
have bettered the workmanship of "The Luck" and its 
several famous companion-pieces. He possessed that 
nine-tenths of genius which someone has called per-
spiration, but he wanted the other equally indis-
pensable tenth, inspiration • 
The pathetic fallacy in Harte's method of presenting 
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a realistic literature lies in his use of minute 
detail, while in the larger concept he is presenting 
a romantic picture. He has not succeeded completely 
in keeping his ideal of the miner out of his work, 
with the result that instead of keeping to the indue-
tive method of realism, he has at times allowed him-
self to become deductive, submitting his work to the 
?F'TT 
thesis of idealizing the miner as well as of presenting 
him realistically. The distinction is one which Harte, 
bound up as he-was in his realistic method of external 
treatment, failed to see. Instead of sacrificing the 
truth of minute detail for the truth of the larger con-
ception, he adhered to realistic detail at the ex-
pense of the ultimate truth. One of his foibles in 
this connection was the choosing of picturesque 
minutiae at the expense of the significant. 
What then is the merit of Bret Harte? O'Brien ex-
presses it concisely. "He is the typical 'man of 
feeling', and at his best he co~bines sense a~d 
sensibility in his work. We also find swift and 
vivid narrative, unity rising to effective climax, 
( 1) 
and a worthy subjerit matter fo~ a romantic epic." 
(1) Edward J. O'Brien, "'!'he Advance of the American 
Short Story 11 ,. :pp. 109-109 • 
.. . . 
'; 
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These are qualities which have had profound influence 
upon the rise of the American short story. It is not 
inconceivable that Harte changed the entire develop-
ment of the brief tale in America, and gave it the 
wholeness of a piece of art, rather than allowing 
it to develop merely into an abbreviated piece of 
fiction. In his influence upon the literary art, at 
least of the short story, we cannot overlook Bret 
Harte. As a leading fimcrre in literary realism, 
however, he must be admitted to have lacked stature. 
On the whole, then, Harte is to be regarded more 
as an historical marker than as a great man of letters. 
His typically Western humor~ salted as it is with 
the Dickensian flavor, bids fair to keep his name 
alive. To the reader who is not so much interested 
in the realism of Harte's work as in being enter-
tained, the Californian writer is a never-failing 
source of pleasure. ~bich, perhaps, is more important 
than to say that Bret Harte is merely a minor incident 
in the story of American letters • 
·>· 
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Vll • Summary 
1hat Bret Harte fell short in his aim of presenting 
a typical and realistic literature of the Golden ~est 
is now quite ~enerally admitted. However, it must be 
acknowledged that his work in his own time cut a not 
insignificant swath in literary circles, and that there 
are portions of his fiction which still demand critical 
recognition. The purpose of this paper has been to 
examine Harte's alleged realism, weigh his literary 
qualities, and come to some conclusion regarding his 
ultimate worth. 
In order to do this, the meaning of the phrase 
"realism in literature", as here used, must be as-
certained. l have discussed the "conservative" 
realism, so ably represented by William Dean Howells, 
and the Zolaistic realism, or naturalism, the antithesis 
of both romanticism and the Howells school of realism. 
Harte, I have attempted to show, belongs more nearly, 
though not entirely, in the class of the conservative 
realists. 
Bret Harte's literary background cannot be ignored 
-:.-
·mrs WCM'15Y1" 
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here. tiis avid reading of Dickens and Irving, the 
encouragement and wise criticism of his mother, his 
newspaper training in California, and his Platonic 
friendship with Mrs. Jessie Fremont all combined 
to further his interest and active participation in 
literature. 
A discussion of this sort necessitates also a study 
of the life and customs of the pioneers of forty-nine. 
This writer has examined numerous authors and sources 
outside of Harte in an attempt more completely to 
recreate the picture of the gold-miners' existence, 
.and to contrast this portrayal with the vignettes 
presented in tiarte's stories. Discrepancies in 
Harte's work as compared with the historians have 
been pointed out. 
A comprehensive study of Harte's sketches and the 
portions wherein they do or do not support their 
e.uthor's claim to having presented the typical Cali-
fornian mining society has resulted in the writin~ 
of this thesis' largest section, titled. "Realism in 
Bret Harte". Herein an examination of riret Harte'~ 
realism, true or false, as shown bv his characters 
and situations, is the main object of debate. His 
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excessive use of the tragic element, his undeniable 
gift of humor, his poetry, and his general literary 
artistry, are discussed. 
I have not wished to make of this criticism a one-
sided outburst of vitiation, nor a panegyric on a 
once-popular American author. Therefore, I have, in 
the "Conclusion", attenpted to hazard an opinion of 
Harte's tales and of their eventual position in our 
literature. If any reader should find this paper of 
interest in a study of 'Bret Harte or of American 
literature in general, this writer will be grateful. 
- End -
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